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Before You Treat for Bed Bugs:  
A Checklist for Do It Yourselfers

Follow these steps before you treat your home for bed bugs:

Make sure you really have bed bugs. 
Many other household pests look like bed bugs, and many other things can 
cause the same kinds of skin reactions that bed bugs do. Treating your home for 
bed bugs takes a lot of time and hard work, so it’s a good idea to make sure that 
you really do have bed bugs before you waste time and effort trying to get rid of 
the wrong bug.

You can’t tell from a few bites that you have bed bugs, and some people don’t 
react to bed bug bites. You’ll need to find actual bugs to know for sure. Send the 
suspects to Diagnostic Services at MSU (Michigan State University) or take them 
to a pest control company to have them identified. (Visit the Diagnostic Services 
website at pestid.msu.edu to find out how to collect and send samples to them.)

Find out whether it’s the best choice – or even legal –  
for you to treat for bed bugs yourself. 

It may not be legal for you to try to get rid of the bed bugs yourself. Renters 
should ask their landlords to hire a professional to treat the home for bed bugs 
and other pests. In Michigan, it is also not legal for people to use pesticides to 
treat schools, daycares or other public places without receiving special training.

Decide whether to hire a pest management professional. 
Bed bugs are hard to control without help from a licensed commercial pesticide 
applicator. These professionals are trained to detect and isolate bed bug 
infestations, which gives them a better chance for success. If you can afford it, 
hiring a professional may be a better choice than doing the entire treatment 
yourself. Professional treatments usually cost several hundred dollars a visit. 
Even though it’s costly, hiring an experienced professional may be the best way 
to get rid of bed bugs quickly and safely.

Make a plan. 
If you decide to treat the bed bugs yourself, don’t just start spraying without a 
plan. That could make things in your home or building worse. Before you start, 
read through this whole booklet and pick the treatment methods you will use. 
(You’ll probably need to use more than one to get rid of the bed bugs.) Put 
together a step-by-step plan, and make sure you have all of the supplies you 
need before you start.
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Anyone, anywhere can get bed bugs. Having bed bugs doesn’t mean that a home, 
office, school or other building is dirty. It just means that the bed bugs found a 
place to live where there are places to hide and people to bite. They could have 
hitched a ride from a friend’s house, from the apartment next door, from a hotel 
room or from a chair in a clinic waiting room.

Bed bugs are hard to control, but you can do it!

Using insecticides alone to control bed bugs is not the best solution. Cleaning, 
getting rid of clutter and taking a few other steps are just as important as 
applying insecticide when you’re trying to control bed bugs.

This booklet is designed to walk you through how to:

»» Inspect your home for bed bugs.

»» Decide whether to try to get rid of the bed 
bugs yourself or to call in a pest management 
professional to do it.

»» Treat your home for bed bugs.

Introduction

What Are Bed Bugs?
Bed bugs are small, reddish-brown 
insects that are about the size and 
color of apple seeds. They live 
indoors and feed only on human 
(and sometimes other animal) blood. 
They don’t eat crumbs, skin cells or 
anything else.

Bed bugs are flat and very good at 
hiding in small cracks. They don’t have 
wings, and they don’t jump. The smaller, younger 
stages (nymphs) start out tan and darken as they 
grow to the adult stage. Bed bugs that have recently 
fed will be swollen and reddish.

Bed bugs don’t carry diseases, but their bites can 
cause itchy skin reactions. People who are worried 
about being bitten, or that they have bed bugs in 
their homes, also may be anxious and lose sleep.

Bed bugs at a variety of 
life stages and sizes.
Photo: Stephen Doggett,  
© The Department of Medical 
Entomology, ICPMR, Australia
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Looking for Bed Bugs
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Bed bugs can hide 
in the smallest 
cracks, and tend to 
prefer areas near 
where people sleep 
(including beds 
and living room 
couches). You will 
need to carefully 
inspect your home 
to figure out which 
parts of it to treat. 
You’ll need these 
tools to help you 
with the inspection:

Bright flashlight

Magnifying glass

Long, thin probe 
(such as a putty 
knife, playing 
card or nail file)

Vacuum cleaner 
with crevice tool

Latex or rubber 
gloves

Paper towels

While you inspect, 
you will also want to 
crush or vacuum up 
any bed bugs that 
you find.
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Inspecting a bed frame for bed bugs.
Photo: Virginia Tech Dodson Urban Pest Management Laboratory

What to Look For
Signs to look for when you’re looking for bed bugs 
include:

»» Live or dead bed bugs
»» Empty skins they have shed as they grow from one 
stage to another

»» Eggs
»» Fecal stains or droppings.

How to Look
Start to look for bed bugs within 15 or 20 feet of 
where people sleep. (This is where bed bugs are most 
likely to be found.) Move carefully across the whole 
area. Angle your flashlight beam along the surface 
you’re inspecting to help make eggs and newly 
hatched bed bugs easier to see.

It’s important that you look at all of the cracks and 
crevices that might hold bed bugs so that you don’t 
miss anything. Stick a probe such as a putty knife, 
playing card or nail file into the cracks to force out 
any bed bugs that might be hiding in them.

You may want to take notes on where you find bed 
bugs to make it easier to remember all of the places 
that will need to be treated later.

Live or dead bed bugs
Photo: Stephen Doggett,  

© The Department of Medical 
Entomology, ICPMR, Australia

Empty skins
Photo: Lou Sorkin

Eggs
Photo: Dr. Harold Harlan, AFPMB

Fecal stains or droppings
Photo: Lou Sorkin

LOOK FOR…
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Where to Look
The bed

Look at and under the mattress and 
box spring, bed frame, headboard 
and footboard. Focus on the trim 
and seams of the mattress. Also look 
inside the cracks and crevices under 
the box spring. Check the sheets and 
pillow cases, too.

Furniture near the bed
Examine the nightstands, dressers, 
and wardrobes, toy chests and other 
storage containers, chairs and other 
furniture. Empty the furniture and 
containers, then remove and inspect 
all drawers, frames and cracks. Check 
the rails, joints and screw holes in the 
frames.

Walls
Check cracks in the plaster or 
drywall and behind peeling 
wallpaper and paneling.

Trim
Inspect any cracks in and along the 
floorboards, baseboards and crown 
molding (if you can reach it safely).

Windows and doors
Check the frames and trim.

Window coverings
Inspect the blinds, drapes, curtains, 
shades and other window coverings.

Electrical system
Look inside smoke detectors, 
clocks and phones, and behind 
the face plates of electrical outlets 
and switches. (Warning: Don’t put 
anything into any area with electrical 
wires or connections!)

Decoration
Check the frames and behind any 
decorative objects on the walls, 
including wall hangings, pictures, 
posters and mirrors.

Floor coverings
Look along the edges of carpet and 
rugs, and under rugs, floor cloths 
and other movable floor coverings.

Upholstered furniture
Inspect the tufts, seams, trim and 
zippers of upholstered furniture 
such as sofas, couches, chairs and 
ottomans (foot stools). Look at their 
undersides and legs, and under the 
slipcovers, too (if you have them).

Left Photo: Stephen Doggett, © The Department of Medical Entomology, ICPMR, Australia Middle & Right Photos: Lou Sorkin


